This study makes a qualitative inquiry into the use of collaborative learning in Chinese higher education (HE) EFL classrooms with its focus on students' experience. It seeks to reveal the dilemmas encountered by considering the cultural aspect of teaching and learning within the Chinese context. Drawing on data sources from 60 students' written reflections, 2 groups of post-hoc interviews and the researcher's field notes, the study reveals that: 1) the use of collaborative learning conflicts with students' formed learning behaviors and grammaroriented exams; 2) guanxi as an indigenous Chinese sociocultural construct prevails in the language classrooms as a communicative tie among students, which facilitates students' interaction and peer collaboration; 3) power differentials, by contrast, engender less interaction and create distance among peers. Notwithstanding these incompatibilities, the study claims that collaborative learning is consonant with the Chinese culture that emphasizes collective orientation and socially appropriate behaviors during interaction. It is concerned with the right way of learning among peers. Finally, the study suggests ways for teacher educators to cope with these dilemmas.
Introduction
Collaborative learning (henceforth CL) is an instructional approach where a group of students work within a socially constructive environment in which they use their collective knowledge to exchange and share ideas, and thus achieve a common learning goal through joint eff orts and abilities (Delucchi, 2006) . It diff ers from the teacher-centered approach where the teacher is the sole authority and transmitter of knowledge. It emphasizes students' interaction in the learning experiences. Both teachers and students are active participants in the learning. The teachers may provide scaffolding for students while students handle the learning tasks with peers. A line of research on CL has established its benefits in teaching and learning (Lin, 2015) . For instance, CL promotes interaction and active participation (Brown, 2007; Lin, 2015) , provides more language practice opportunities (Long & Porter, 1985) , improves the quality of students' talk (Lin, 2015; Ohta, 1995; , fosters a positive learning environment (Delucchi, 2006) , enhances critical-thinking (Gokhale, 1995; Hussain, 2004) and increases learning motivation (Lin, 2015) .
However, many previous studies have acknowledged the existence of cultural differences that would affect students' learning. Culture can be viewed as a set of shared values, beliefs, rules, attitudes and behaviors by which people look at things (Gudykunst, 2003) . Specifically, in education, empirical evidence has revealed that cultural differences are able to affect students' attitudes towards learning (Hannon & D'Netto, 2007) , learning motivation (Lim, 2004) , learning styles and strategies use (Ramburuth & McCormick, 2001) , learning behaviors (Valiente, 2008) and academic achievements (Pearce & Lin, 2007) among others.
Regarding the effect of cultural differences on students' collaborative learning, a certain number of studies have revealed that the culture of a country can affect students' collaboration and thus their learning (Economides, 2008) . For instance, Chang and Lim (2002) discovered that in a collectivist culture, students are more group-oriented and more supportive than individualistic students. Collectivistic learners consider relationships to be more essential than completing the task itself (Trumbull et al., 2001) . Further, Francesco and Gold (1998) observed that while handling tasks, collectivistic students rely not just on words, but on nonverbal communication patterns, such as using gestures and facial expression. By contrast, working in groups for individualistic students can be confrontational and is more solution-oriented. However, they have less difficulty in differentiating between what individualistic student is expected to complete as individual work and what is expected to be group products (Economides, 2008) . These evidence showed that cultural differences make students reveal divergent modes of communication, participation and interaction in CL.
Notwithstanding considerable research outside China, a number of articles in China discussed CL at the conceptual level (see for example, Chen, 2003; Gao, 2005; Lu & Sun, 2010; Ma & Sheng, 2008; Zeng & Tian, 2014) , therefore no tentative conclusions can be drawn as to what extent Chinese culture can embrace CL, and how CL can be effectively infused in the Chinese teaching context. Besides, the majority of previous empirical studies consist of Western researchers using groups in their own countries, or groups of mixed nationalities experiencing CL, while little is conducted in China emphasizing the cultural influence on teaching pedagogy. Third, previous cultural studies are criticized for citing excessive statistical results, with inadequate qualitative information as to how students feel or react to their CL experiences in actuality being recorded (Fox, 2001) . In view of these gaps, there is a need for additional research into how cultural backgrounds affect CL implementation, especially in a Confucius-heritage context like China. Therefore, this study made a qualitative enquiry based on students' experience of CL, trying to explore dilemmas they had encountered with the aims to deepen our understanding by examining how culturally appropriate CL is when used in the Chinese EFL classrooms, and then interpret the data mainly from the cultural perspectives. With these in mind, the following two research questions were addressed: 1) What are the students' perceived dilemmas in an EFL class exclusively conducted by the collaborative learning approach?
2) Why do these dilemmas occur in the Chinese HE EFL classrooms?
Results of the study will contribute to making pedagogical judgments about the value of CL. Suggestions will be made for CL configuration in order to enhance efficient peer interaction and goal accomplishment for CL learners.
Theoretical framework and research review
This section first presents the supporting theory of CL that steers the present study. It also gives an account of how Chinese culture and the philosophy of CL are intertwined. More important discussion is given to the sociocultural contextual influences on CL when applied in actuality, and how these variables may be operationalized during CL implementation and aff ect its eff ectiveness.
Social constructivist idea of collaborative learning
The theoretical stem of collaborative learning originates from Vygotsky's social constructivist ideas which emphasize that an individual's cognitive development is the result of interaction in social groups and is an indispensable part of social life (Vygotsky, 1978) . From Vygotsky's point of view, learning is essentially a social term where interaction constitutes the learning process (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006) . He claimed that working under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers is pertinent to one's cognitive development. CL, in the Vygotskian tradition, aims for social interaction either among students or between students and teachers, who essentially assist students to develop through the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). During this process, both teachers and more capable peers provide assistance to less capable students to develop their language use and socially interactive skills and therefore to expand their conceptual potentials (Lantolf & Appel, 1994; Lantolf & Th orne, 2006) .
Chinese culture of learning
Generally, the Chinese cultural context of learning bestows on CL a welcoming environment. This can be clearly demonstrated from two common sayings known by educated Chinese people: "If three of us are walking together, at least one of the other two is good enough to be my teacher" (Th e Analects),* and "Studying without friends makes you ignorant and ill-formed" (Th e Books of Rites).** Th e two sayings display the Chinese learning philosophy where students share knowledge and work under the principle of collaboration to establish a harmonious learning environment and expect mutual obligations. Brislin (1993) and Rao (2007) argued that the Chinese collectivist cultural orientation and socialization for achievement are the two most extraordinary factors that have impacted students' learning. Rao (2007, p. 116) claimed that the collectivist cultural orientation had resulted in a "dependence-emphasizing society," indicating a close-knit social framework where students are always part of a group. Nelson (1995, p. 9) found that the Chinese Confucian culture enables students to "learn through co-operation, by working for the common good, by supporting each other and by not elevating themselves above others." Students working under this value system bear mutual obligation towards each other and hence perform better in CL contexts attributed to this collectivist orientation (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005; Salili, 1996) . Besides, the desire for achievement is another supporting factor for CL as it is tightly associated with collectivistic rather than individualistic values (Brislin, 1993; Rao, 2007) . Th is orientation enables students to work hard not only for the purpose of fulfi lling their own learning goals, but also for goals set by groups they belong to (Rao, 2007) .
The influence of sociocultural variables on collaborative learning application

Social variables
Chinese society is characterized by a network of ties or relationships of different individuals (Hofstede, 2001) . Chang (2016, p. 104) used "recipropriety" referring to the Chinese model of social relationships, where people are seeking for social support and exchange of favors. Previous research revealed that ties or a guanxi relationship can be a source of sustainable advantage in maintaining business, family, and interpersonal relationships (Mortenson, 2009) . In other words, the eff ect of social communication can largely benefit from ties or guanxi relationships. For instance, Bakar and Sheer (2013) investigated the interpersonal relationship and group cohesion among supervisors, subordinates, and co-workers in 48 groups in Malaysia. It was generally found that positive interpersonal relationships contributed to information exchange, opinion sharing and argument seeking among group members, and vice versa. In the educational setting, Johnson, Johnson and Holubec (1994) explained that group cohesiveness determines peer interaction, which in turn determines the learning outcomes. It was also found that cohesive groups are more productive in terms of the number of tasks completed than noncohesive ones (Slavin, 1996 
Cultural variables
Power distance (PD), one strand of the cultural dimensions theory proposed by Hofstede (2001) , refers to the degree to which individuals, groups, or societies accept inequalities.
Research showed that people of high PD cultures tend to accept power as part of society and were more likely to conform to hierarchy, while low PD cultures tend to favor relatively equal relations (Gudykunst, 2003) . In the educational setting, Nguyen, Terlouw and Pilot (2006) claimed that the cultural norms of PD in Asian countries may make CL potentially ineffective. China has generally a higher PD culture whose inequality of power is embodied in hierarchical relationships (Hofstede, 2001; Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005) , with due respect for age, seniority and rank, which may lead to uneasiness among Chinese students about operating in an equal and collaborative context (Flowerdew, 1998) . Kirkman et al. (2009) further discovered that those who are in higher position are more dominant, and those with less power tend to be more obedient and trust their leaders. Moreover, high PD is associated with maintaining face because face must be valued and not caused to be lost (Bochner & Hesketch, 1994) . In Chinese classrooms, previous studies (see for example Cortazzi & Jin, 1996) observed that teachers hold more power over students, and students generally displayed unquestioning acceptance of teachers because teachers are considered as the one who "propagates doctrine, imparts knowledge and resolves doubts" (On Teachers).* Th us, the teacher-student relationship is unequal and not collaborative (Ellis, 1996) . Th e ideal type of student-teacher relationship in CL is equal, where the teacher works as a mediator working with students, which is in contrast to the authoritative role of teachers (Lin, 2015) . In student-student relationships, Cortazzi and Jin (1996) revealed that Asian students tend not to engage in argumentative discussions or provide critical feedback in front of the whole class. This can be explained in terms of an extension or transfer of the Confucian ethic of filial piety and face-saving because Chinese people tend to be shame-sensitive (Flowerdew, 1998) . However, research conducted by Walkinshaw (2007) into Japanese students suggested the opposite, that Japanese students were able to disagree in speech, especially with power-equal interlocutors, but comparatively uncommon with higherpower interlocutors.
Institutional variables
Although reform in language teaching has been initiated at the institutional level, students' learning style and preferences may not conform to the collaborative style of learning. Hu (2002, pp. 100-101) highlighted the learning strategies practiced by Chinese students as the four "R's" (reception, repetition, review, reproduction) and four "M's" (meticulosity, memorization, mental activeness and mastery) and emphasized that memorization is the most valued strategy. Chan (1999) discovered that students are keen to produce notes during exams and other types of assessments, which are facts-based. Thus, it can be argued that CL practice can be potentially incompatible with traditional learning styles * On Teachers or Shishuo was written by Han Yu in the Tang Dynasty (802BC) and discusses the significant role of teachers, reasons for learning and principles while selecting a teacher. Shishuo alleviates the sheer authority of teachers and equalizes teacher-student relationship, which enlightens people's mind.
because CL emphasizes scaff olding, encourages interaction and downplays memorization (Roschelle & Teasley, 1995) . In addition, the role of exams perpetuates this in the Chinese students' minds (Lin, 2015; Wang, 2001) , which can be another resistance to CL. For instance, the Chinese Gaokao (the National Matriculation Examination) is the most important exam for high school students. For English majors and non-English ones, TEM (Test for English Majors) and CET (College English Test) are perhaps the two most valuable exams at university level. Both tend to assess students' linguistic competence rather than communicative competence although reform of the test content is currently in progress. However, the conception of CL does not merely focus on grammatical features of language, but on functional and communicative meanings as well (Brown, 2007) .
Other variables, among other things discussed above, include the focus of CL instruction. CL is more process-oriented as opposed to outcomes-oriented learning and emphasizes meaning rather than form (Ellis, 1996; Ohta, 2000) . Other aspects include Chinese big class size, inadequate teaching hours and teachers' lack of CL knowledge (Lin, 2015) , which can all be constraints for CL adoption. As a result, there is still some growing skepticism about adopting CL without considering the social, cultural and institutional milieu. This study will therefore extend CL research to the Chinese HE context by focusing on students' perspectives. Figure 1 presents the conceptual framework that underpins the study. It also shows the major concepts and variables being investigated and how these variables are incorporated in the study. 
The study
The study employs a qualitative interpretive approach, aiming to gain in-depth insights and thick description (Bryman, 2015) . Th e study is designed under a case study paradigm because it provides insights into subtleties and complexity of the case from the real world where "how" and "why" questions are asked (Yin, 2013, p. 2) . It also allows for the use of multiple data so that the validation of fi ndings through methodological triangulation is facilitated.
Participants
Based on the non-probability convenient sampling method (Byrman, 2015) , participants involved were 60 undergraduate English majors (female = 56 and male = 4) from the School of English Studies at a language teaching university in the northwest part of China. They came from two classes, each with approximately 30 students (28 freshmen and 32 sophomores). Demographic information revealed that their average age was 20.31 years old. Th e study also inquired about the participants' preferred learning style and pervious learning experience. More than 80% of them responded they prefer communicative activities in class (mean = 2.12 mode = 2.00, and SD = 0.94), and 80% had experienced some sort of CL activities in class. Before admission to the university, the participants had had at least 6 years of formal English learning from middle to high school, indicating that they were able to conduct the CL tasks in English in the main research.
The intervention 3.2.1 Tasks
Six types of self-designed CL tasks were integrated into the textbook titled Contemporary College English. The use of tasks provides opportunities for the participants to practice what they have learned, to work with peers and to fulfi ll the intended linguistic, cognitive and skills-based learning outcomes. Th ese tasks included "classroom discussion," "make your own dialogue," "matching exercises," "group presentation," "finding differences & making comparisons" and "three-step-interview." The way the topics and types of task were selected was closely associated with the content in each unit and the intended learning outcomes required.
Procedures of conducting collaborative learning
The study was conducted in the Intensive English classes because it had more teaching hours per week, thus off ering more chances for students to experience various types of CL tasks. Th e teaching stage consisted of 10 units, with one CL task set for each unit, giving a total of 10 tasks.
Each week consisted of four mornings of teaching except Wednesdays, all together 8 hours per week. The first 6 hours focused mainly on teaching, dealing with vocabulary, main text and other types of language drills. The remaining 2 hours were given to CL.
In the first hour, participants first grouped themselves randomly into groups of 4. This was followed by teacher modeling, where the teacher spent 10-15 minutes introducing tasks and aims and demonstrating how the task should be conducted. The participants then spent approximately 25 minutes performing the tasks with their peers. In this stage, each participant was given a separate worksheet, and was responsible for one part of the task, while the teacher acted as a facilitator mediating their completion of the tasks. In the second hour, each group reported on their work to the class, taking about 15 minutes. A 20-minute oral debriefing was followed, where the teacher first commented on the student work in terms of languages problems, content, as well as presentation skills. Next, the teacher worked with the participants and discussed problems and difficult issues encountered during CL. The debriefing stage was important in the whole process of CL as it provided students with a platform to reflect on their own CL experiences. The whole class ended with a 10-minute recapping session aiming to consolidate the knowledge acquired and highlight issues to be aware of in the next CL. The CL came to an end once the teacher had assigned the homework. Make your own dialogue 2
Matching exercise 3
Group presentation 4, 7
Finding diff erences and making comparisons 5, 9
Th ree-step-interview 8 Notes: T→Ss indicates the teacher teaches students; T←→Ss: the teacher guides the students to learn and explore; Ss→Ss: students complete the task together; S→Ss: one student does the presentation for the class; Ss→: students complete the task independently with peers.
Data sources 3.3.1 Written reflections
Participants were given written reflection assignments 5 times over a 3-month period due to the introspective nature of written reflections (Bryman, 2015) . This helped the participants contextualize their experiences with respect to their collaboration with peers and allowed a means to self-regulate their emotions and thoughts about their CL process. In addition to students' biographic data, 14 questions were developed based on Denscombe's (2010, p. 229 ) "three crucial elements of diaries" revolving around: 1) factual data concerning a log of occurrences and decisions made; 2) signifi cant incidents including positive and negative consequences, critical and emergent incidents; 3) students' interpretations of happenings and personal feelings surrounding the events described. Th e participants were informed that they could write in either Chinese or English and there were no right or wrong answers. Th e submission of the refl ections was voluntary although they were encouraged to write as much as possible. The number of entries collected on each occasion was 50, 45, 32, 29, 25, giving a total of 181. Each refl ection was recorded with date, time and CL topic of the week.
Post-hoc interviews
Aft er a primary analysis of the participants' written refl ections, two semi-structured focus groups were conducted to elicit more data and triangulate perspectives. Questions were specifi cally fashioned to elicit concrete examples from the participants. For instance, Q5 asked participants to describe how they helped their peers while completing the CL tasks. Q8 inquired about role-assignment in the CL, and continued to ask if they had equal status in Q9. Q10 further probed whether they would rather learn English from their teacher or peers. Twelve participants (6 in each group) voluntarily joined in the interviews. Each interview lasted about 1 hour and was conducted in Mandarin. Th e interviews were audiorecorded and transcribed aft erwards. Transcripts from the interview data constitute the second data set.
Field notes from the researcher
The study also drew reflections from the researcher. Field notes were taken as a strong triangulation technique and "a power heuristic tool" (Janesick, 2004, p. 144) . Th ese notes helped the researcher maintain a broad perspective on what was actually happening in CL in addition to serving as a further reflective record of the researcher's immediate interpretations, thoughts, feelings and concerns that arose on site. Th ese refl ections can be descriptive as well, involving verbal portraits of the participants, description of the physical setting, accounts of particular events. Th e entire notes were grounded in an attempt to jog the researcher's memory. Table 3 shows the how the qualitative data was triangulated and amount of data collected. 
Data processing
Interpretive analysis was applied to analyze the entire corpus due to its unobtrusive nature, allowing for comparisons of views expressed by each participant either in the written refl ections or during interviews (Patton, 2015) . It also provided a way to track the dynamics of continued engagement in CL. Th e whole analysis was conducted in a cyclical, recursive manner in which themes emerged from the data. Th e analysis began by returning to the objectives of the study, where the researcher listened to and read the data several times. Knowledge about CL together with previous literature provided the researcher with an awareness of issues likely to arise. Once the initial themes were identified, the researcher developed segments of the texts that illustrated the general theme, pooling segments across individuals and sources. The next stage was indexing, which involved sift ing the data, highlighting quotations, making comparisons both within and between cases, and fi nally lift ing the quotations from the original texts.
Findings
The analysis produced five main themes in response to the research questions based on the number of times mentioned by the participants: 1) formed learning styles and habits; 2) grammar-driven exams; 3) non-harmony among peers; 4) power diff erentials; 5) the Chinese culture of guanxi as a communicative tie. The two research questions are addressed by mixed data where quotations are arranged under each category. These categories are culturally based learning behaviors, styles and perceptions. Note that in order to maintain authenticity of the data, the grammatical errors have not been corrected in the transcripts. There are also occasions where quotations cited have been edited to avoid repetition or false starts; the edited part has been marked with (…). In order to ensure confi dentially of the participants, student numbers were used in the study to report the fi ndings. 
Formed learning styles and habits
Up to 70% of the students, 41 in total, asserted that their formed learning styles and habits restrained them from actively engaging in CL. An open comment provided by a very competent English learner in class pointed out, "… I was taught to listen to my teachers' instructions since I was young… since this is my fi rst year of university study, I need more time to shift my style of learning, especially, to adjust to working with my peers more" (S9). Another student added, "Middle school and high school learning were teacher-centered, it seems that I became used to it, I feel it is fi ne" (S33). Clearly, before being admitted to university, students had been at school for at least 12 years, and may have become accustomed to the teacher-centered approach. Th e students' remarks, on the other hand, refl ect that their present learning behaviors were associated with their past learning experiences. The above findings contradict students' preference for a communicative learning style (80%). It seems what they have said does not refl ect what they actually do. In explaining what they liked about the traditional teaching approach, they said: "The traditional approach can correct my mistakes in spelling, writing, grammar and punctuation" (S1), "… I can learn some concrete knowledge" (S10), "… My teacher corrects my mistakes, and I could understand my weaknesses in learning" (S11), "I like listen to my teacher and remember key points one by one and take some notes" (S28). The students' responses suggest the important use of the traditional language teaching approach. It also indicates that for CL to be more feasible and applicable, students should be imbued with various teaching methods at early stages of learning and achieve a balance between old and new approaches used.
Grammar-driven exams
It was found that the role of exams still prevailed in students' learning. Twenty students, a total of 33.3% of the research participants, mentioned they would rather learn on their own because exams are not communication-based. Thus, CL was a waste of their time. S33 prioritized learning alone rather than with peers because "I want to get higher marks in the exams, which are grammar based" (S33). Her comment revealed the importance of grammar-oriented exams in their learning although the students recognized that the use of CL may promote their English learning. Similar responses were given by another 17 students. One of them said, "I am not able to see how useful it is to work with my peers. I would like to do some of my own work and get good exam scores" (S51). Th e fi ndings clearly indicate that although students appreciated CL, many of them preferred grammarbased tasks so as to achieve higher exam scores.
Non-harmony among peers
Previous literature has shown that the Chinese culture calls for group harmony. However, 20 out of the 60 participants mentioned that they disagreed or argued with peers during CL. Respondents described how disagreements interrupted students' collaboration, hindered further discussions, and made the learning atmosphere tense. S25 claimed, "We have different opinions and we don't agree with each other. It makes unpleasantness among us." S39 went on to say during collaborative learning, the good students always talked, and poor students kept silent all the time. Some of my peers insisted on their own opinions, and rejected others. We are not happy. I felt that some students felt alone in the group. (S39) The words of S39 implied that more competent language learners may possess more power over less competent ones due to better English. This was, however, countered by S58, a competent English learner, who was good at English speaking and did well in exams, saying that she avoided using English in order not to make herself alienated, but she tried to get more involved in the learning community. Further examination of participants' learning journals by the researcher revealed that 3 students explained that individualistic behaviors contribute to disagreements, where students had strong personalities and did not accept other's views. S2 claimed, "… Some of my classmates have strong individualism. They just listen to their own ideas and ignore others' opinions and never discuss them." Furthermore, one student commented during the interview that personal ego in learning dominated other students' learning although it did not often clearly emerge. S40 reported, "…One student is very controlling in our group, she asked us to do this and that, and listen to her… It seems that she wants to control the group."
The above findings indicated that CL makes students feel controlled especially when one member of the group takes power over everyone else; second, the role of peers may not be collaborative, but can be asymmetrical if the group is not well organized. These findings inform task-designers to find ways to minimize the non-harmonious atmosphere. A possible solution is through training, which enhances students' skills in conflict management and interpersonal relations. Besides, norms for equal participation and cooperation skills can be developed through appropriate training. However, support may be needed from curriculum designers and universities in approving such training, which would require careful planning and execution on the part of teachers as well as policymakers.
Power differentials
From students' written records, 30% (18 participants) mentioned they had at least once felt inequality during collaboration. Th is was in particular reported by the less competent learners in the class.
For instance, S6 commented that he felt inferior to competent learners, and that gave him feelings of disadvantaged status. He said, "I feel that I am not smart compared with others and I feel inferior." Others made similar remarks: "I feel all my classmates are better than me, and I feel ashamed of myself" (S35); "I feel I am in a low position when I talk in the group, I mean, my words are very shallow" (S16); "… Working with my peers actually gives me a lot of pressure because sometimes when I cannot complete the task or speak good English, I feel very bad about me" (S43). Another student, however, viewed herself as less powerful due to her poor English pronunciation, saying, "My English pronunciation is poor, I cannot pronounce /n/ and /l/, and I feel I have little right to speak" (S52).
By contrast, reflections from competent English learners revealed that only one student showed some sense of superiority in the linguistic respect, saying, "I can speak English well when I talk to my peers" (S24). Other remarks suggested that even though students recognized deficiencies among peers, they would like to offer help to support their peers. For instance, S27 said, "He is still improving and learning, we can learn and help each other."
Remarks from the competent English learners also showed that competent students may make conscious efforts to speak poorly in order to disperse power among the less competent ones. This special move may balance the power differentials in peer communication. For instance, one student remarked, "Sometimes, I tried not to speak too well because I don't want to be considered as showing off. I feel if I speak too well, my peers will feel a lot pressure, and I don't want to be so different" (S31). These findings suggested that power differentials in learning were perceived by both competent and less competent students, and were especially perceived by less competent ones. Students with higher linguistic competence endeavored to negotiate power differentials by adapting behaviors in learning (S31 for example) so as to make the power relations more symmetrical.
Chinese culture of guanxi as a communicative tie
Guanxi is an indigenous Chinese sociocultural construct used to understand Chinese social behaviors and interactions. At the conceptual level, it refers to the interpersonal relationships of connections, which are denoted by the English equivalents "relations" or "connections" (Huang, 2008) . Th e study found that Chinese guanxi extends its role to the EFL classroom, as was evident from 10 students, 16.7% of the total, who claimed that the degree of intimacy among students may well affect the degree of collaboration and communication with peers. It seems that closer student-student relationships may enhance the eff ectiveness of CL.
The students said: "… If she is my close friend, then we work better" (S60); "… We are not familiar with each other, and I feel a kind of screen is between us" (S9); "Yes, if we are close, I have the responsibility to help her" (S37); "I am not inclined to talk unless the peers are my good friends" (S28); "If we are not familiar with each other, it is very wired and embarrassed when we use English to communicate" (S47).
The students' reported "intimacy" among peers, in essence, is a set of interpersonal connections that facilitate communication and working efficiency. These remarks suggested that good peer relationships provide unique opportunities for students to become acquainted with the process involved in interpersonal relationships and lead to more effective peer collaboration. Further, peer relationships are associated with feelings of belonging and may directly affect students' psychological adjustment as well as the effectiveness of CL. This kind of relationship is important for individual members in the CL groups to attain their communicative goals.
Discussion and implications
Power differentials and collaborative learning
The study introduced the concept of power distance (PD) into CL research. It argues that the influence of PD, particularly at individual-level, is ignored in instructional communication among students themselves. Evidence reveals that Chinese high PD cultures create distance and hierarchy among peers during CL. The result makes sense based on the rationale that, in CL classrooms, a large power distance between high-and low-level English learners can create a greater hierarchy, and this engenders less interaction but creates more distance. Evidently, students who are better at English learning hold more power over the less competent peers. In this study, the competent students are perceived as superior and elite, and usually lead the CL group while completing the CL tasks. By contrast, less competent students with less power tend to feel inferior, and usually accept their low places and defer judgments to them during the CL. Th is fi nding corresponds with Hofstede's (2001) claim that in higher PD cultures, individuals with power are superior and paternalistic. By contrast, those with less power are generally submissive and obedient (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005) . Th is fi nding largely confi rms the results of previous studies such as Bochner and Hesketch (1994) and Kirkman et al. (2009) , who have explored the nature of PD among individuals, groups and organizations because power is fundamental to all relations (Daniels & Greguras, 2014) .
Findings concerning the phenomenon of disagreements during CL concurred with Walkinshaw's (2007) investigation into power and disagreement. This study found that Chinese students do and can made disagreements rather than accepting everything without making any critical comments, a finding that is discrepant with previous claims that students are keen to be receptive in order to save others' face (Cortazzi & Jin, 1996; Flowerdew, 1998) . The present study further corroborated Walkinshaw's (2007) finding that disagreements occurred more in a power-equal talk, where two students were more or less at the same level of learning. In this situation, students seem able to express disagreements, opinions and critical comments without considering face or saving face. By contrast, in power-unequal circumstances, students tend to avoid direct or explicit disagreements. Given these findings, it is possible to speculate that the Chinese students normally avoid disagreements with their teachers because their teachers are higher in power than they are.
These findings have several practical implications. First, previous studies have treated power as a negative factor that inhibits learning (for example, Eisen & Tisdell, 2000) and in most cases, power is understood as domination and competition (see Brookfield, 2000) . Confronted with the aforementioned problems, there is a need for language teachers to study power and make it discussible with students. In addition, there needs to be a conversion of understanding from the negative connotation of PD as controlling, governing and ruling into a positive source of capability such as managing. This might be an option to reduce the negative meaning and effects of power and a new way to facilitate equality. However, the study did not further investigate the extent to which individual level PD affects students' participation in CL. Thus, the present study opens up a potential avenue of inquiry into to what extent PD predominantly at the individual-level affects students' collaboration and learning outcomes.
Second, the occurrence of disagreements during CL does not mean CL is ineffective because by nature CL welcomes diverse opinions that lead to more chances for negotiation of meaning, more turns taken in communication and more opportunities to speak out, which promotes both qualitative and quantity of students' talk (Ohta, 1995 (Ohta, , 2000 . This, on the other hand, reflects the contention that the nature of CL is for students to engage in a mutually constructed atmosphere to solve learning problems (Roschelle & Teasley, 1995) .
Guanxi in the EFL classrooms
The study found that guanxi has a significant influence on students' collaboration, a fi nding which has not been formally discussed in previous collaborative learning research. A relevant term used by Kutnick (1994, p. 27 ) is "friendship," referring to the kind of interpersonal relationships of personal connections, which indicates a similar meaning presented in the study. Kutnick (1994) emphasizes the importance of friendship as the fundamental unit of small groups and seating arrangement. Despite this common use of guanxi in daily life, evidence from the present study reveals its significant role in the EFL classrooms, especially when students engaged in CL. Students' remarks imply that the closer the relationship among peers, the higher degree of collaboration they have, and therefore the better learning effectiveness they may produce. This finding is associated with the claim that the eff ectiveness of CL is infl uenced by group cohesiveness, a statement made by Johnson et al. (1994) , where group cohesiveness in this study is mediated by students' guanxi. It also indirectly echoes the assertion by Bakar and Sheer (2013) and Mortenson (2009) that positive interpersonal relationships are conducive to group achievement and effi ciency. Th us, it is argued that CL learning based on friendship associations can facilitate the degree of CL group cohesiveness vital to group learning success. In addition, guanxi as a social construct prevails in students' collaboration, indicating that CL is more than just a kind of teaching instruction, but a social construct involving students' intimate and pervasive relational network. Th rough guanxi networks, students not only have a kind of psychological belonging but also feel more secure. Hence, the meaning of guanxi should be extended to an instrumental tie other than a type of relationship, where teachers can use students' guanxi as a strategic approach when grouping students during CL.
Evidence also shows that students' associates and connections outside the language classrooms may affect their relationships inside the classrooms, and vice versa. This implies that a positive classroom learning atmosphere can influence the strength of associations among peers. In fact, Lin (2015) stated that students engaged in CL can build and rebuild their relations to a higher level. However, it should be noted that the effectiveness of guanxi is relative and underpinned by Chinese culture. The scope and depth of guanxi that impacts CL learning is less known. It could be a further research task to examine the extent to which guanxi impacts students' learning both inside and outside the language classrooms, or how guanxi shapes students' interpersonal relationships, or if there are different dimensions of guanxi that affect the efficacy of CL. All deserve further investigation.
Nonetheless, a CL experience based on guanxi might lead to two dangerous situations. One possible problem with guanxi is the high dependence on relationships among individuals (Chan, 2008) . Students may become sluggish owing to the good guanxi, and this could result in limited group achievement and development of CL skills. Another problem relates to those who are less close or welcomed by members in CL groups because they may be from "outside." Kutnick (1994, p. 27) remarked that "friendship groups may characteristically polarize the group members." From this perspective, guanxi threatens the ultimate purposes of learning. A key issue that needs to be further addressed is to develop guanxi-based strategies while incorporating CL.
Formed learning behaviors and beliefs
More than 60% of the students responded that a teacher using the traditional teaching approach gives them immediate corrective feedback on the spot and is more reliable. Th is continues to supports Rao's (2007) fi nding that Chinese students tend to believe more in knowledge from an authority or an expert. Th is study also revealed that students prefer individual learning as the predominate style because it is more effi cient than wasting time with peers in CL groups, a fi nding which is inconsistent with Lin's (2015) fi ndings that CL is generally positive and more effi cient. Students' own remarks indicated that they learn better on their own when confronting a task involving traditional language drill activities. Despite pedagogical reasons, the use of CL and traditional language learning styles are in potential confl ict in students' beliefs about roles and responsibilities of their teachers in class, that is, the teacher as a facilitator versus the teacher as a knowledge transmitter, teacher dominance versus learner centeredness (Ellis, 1996) .
Conclusions
Th is study has made a modest contribution to understanding the dilemmas of CL from a cultural perspective. Findings of the present study unveiled some potential nonadjustments such as Chinese learning traditions and beliefs, power imbalances and interpersonal ties, all having exerted considerable infl uence on strategies and practices of CL.
Pedagogically, this study introduced the concept of power distance (PD) into CL research and discussed how PD has affected peer collaboration among different levels of English learners. It also revealed the circumstances when PD causes disagreements during CL. The study argues that there should be a conversion of PD from the negative connotation of controlling and governing into a positive source of capability of managing. Second, the study discussed the importance of guanxi as a communicative tie in facilitating students' interaction and revealed potential problems of guanxi-based grouping in CL. Third, the study suggested that to maximize CL efficacy, professionals need to remain flexible and be willing to adjust their teaching styles to fit Chinese learning assumptions, values and norms. Students, on the other hand, should be exposed to varied learning approaches. Note that the incompatibility ascribed to CL with those reported does not mean that CL has nothing to contribute to Chinese EFL classrooms. Nor does it mean the Chinese context of learning is unable to embrace CL. What it makes sense to look at is that CL as a pedagogical practice is consonant with the Chinese emphasis on collective orientations and socially appropriate behaviors and concerns for the right way of learning. The following are specific recommendations in response to the findings generated from the study.
Firstly, findings show that the use of CL in Chinese EFL classrooms are compounded with the traditional teaching structure that still perpetuates the teacher-centered transmission of information model of teaching. This indicates that it may be hard to engage students in CL successfully especially in the first few attempts. The use of CL therefore requires a reconsideration of the content of teaching, teaching style and time allocation. Further, the class under CL is no longer solely teacher and students, but tends to become an interdependent community where students and teacher learn together. Second, findings concerning grammar-oriented learning indicate the importance of balancing language knowledge learning and cultivation of communicative competence in one class. As English is a foreign language in China, there is still a need to pay consistent attention to grammar knowledge. A possible suggestion is to integrate grammar drill exercises into CL tasks. It is also important to make students aware that CL does not exclude the teaching of CL, and more importantly, grammar is a tool or resource to be used rather than something to be learned as an end itself. Third, the study revealed that good relationships with peers contributed to positive feelings among students during CL, it is therefore anticipated that there might be positive effects when group members know each other well and thus work well. Fourthly, regarding the power imbalances among peers, it is recommended that L2 teachers monitor students' CL and intervene to assist students in completing the task effectively. To deal with irresponsible group members, it is suggested that L2 teachers assign one student in turn to be responsible for reporting outcomes at the end of each CL so that everyone in the group shares equal responsibility.
Methodologically, the study has impelled the dearth of empirical research in China by drawing on multiple qualitative data sources. Nonetheless, findings included in the article, of course, need to be interpreted with caution because the findings reported are typical themes from a relatively small group of Chinese English major students. It is self-evident that due to the small-scale of participation, and the geographical location of the research site whose demographics might be different from other parts of China, the generalizability is therefore restricted. Besides, as the research context is specifically located in China, additional research might be carried out in different Asian countries to make the findings comparable. Third, within the sample, there was a disproportionate ratio of male to female students (4 to 56); this seemingly unbalanced ratio reflects the reality of the make-up of English majors in China. It is common for a class of 30 students to have only 4 to 6 male students. Thus, it is not clear whether the gender issue makes a difference here. All these may open up a number of promising directions for future research that includes wider representations which may yield more generalizable findings.
